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William Monroe Trotter:
A Twentieth Century
Abolitionist
by
William A. Edwards

the ascendancy of Mr. Booker T. Washington." 2 At least

Historians have generally referred to the turn of the twentieth century as the Progressive Era. As one historian has

two other historians have characterized the period from
1880 to 1915 as the "Age of Booker Washington." 3 Washington's philosophy of racial accommodationism, gradualism and industrial education influenced an international agenda regarding blacks. His influence in this
country made him an unparalleled force in the national
debate on the "Negro Question." He dominated the national consciousness on race relations to the extent that
no program, movement or organization could deny his

observed:
It

was not ... so much the movement of any

class,

social

or coalition of classes, against a particular

group as it was a
widespread and remarkably good-natured effort of the greater part of

class or

.

society to achieve

self-reformation.

.

.

some not very

clearly specified

1

power.

of revitalization, the desire for reform
and an appeal to civic virtue, the Progressive Era did not
attempt to restore democracy to black Americans. After a
quarter century of retrenchment from the era of radical
Reconstruction, black Americans did not figure prominently in the reform-minded spirit of social, economic
and political change. As voting requirements in southern
states became more restrictive, a growing number of
blacks found themselves disfranchised. Extra-legal methods also proved effective in dissuading blacks from seeking the ballot. While progressivism may have swept the
country at large, the new South was no more amenable to
black equality than the old South.
In the North, proscriptions against blacks were ingrained by social custom despite an atmosphere of liberalism. Northern blacks had imbibed the abolitionist tradition of protest, and they formed the nucleus of radical
black political thought. In the North blacks felt freer to
speak out against racial injustice. Although mindful that
conditions in the rural South made life for blacks there
markedly different from the life for blacks in the urban
centers of the North, they nonetheless fought for the principle of full citizenship. Divided by color and class strata,
northern blacks did not constitute a consensus on the
means of achieving racial equity. It is ironic, therefore,
that despite the generalized atmosphere of progressivism
and the northern tradition of black radical activism, the
individual who occupied center stage in American race relations emerged from neither progressivism nor black
radicalism. At the turn of the century no black American
could avoid the power of Booker T. Washington and what
came to be known as the "Tuskegee Machine."
W.E.B. DuBois concludes that: "The most striking
thing in the history of the American Negro since 1876 is
Despite the

spirit

Washington was not simply a spokesperson of the race;
philosophy was received by many as echoing the aspirations and feelings of black Americans. He possessed
such enormous power that his critics often muted their
opposition. By the turn of the century, and for some years
thereafter, Washington was an accomplished power
his

broker.

In the North William

Monroe

Trotter

became one of

the most astute critics of Washington's philosophy. Trot-

launched a broadside attack against Washington, but
more importantly he inspired a national debate on power
brokerage and racial progress. An intensely independent
person, he was nonetheless a selfless crusader for equal
4
rights. "In the end," the historian Lerone Bennett says of
Trotter, "he was a dialogue [that] History carried on with
ter

itself."

5

The year 1895 was a landmark in the lives of three
prominent black leaders: Frederick Douglass, the abolitionist and advocate of equal rights, died in 1895; several
months later Booker T. Washington delivered an address
at the Atlanta Cotton Exposition; and William Monroe
Trotter graduated from Harvard. In the wake of Douglass's death, the choice of Washington to deliver his Atlanta address was not intended to recognize historic precedent. As his biographer Louis Harlan observes:
was white people who chose Washington to give
the address, and white people's acclaim that estabThey
lished him as the Negro of the hour.
wanted a black spokesman who could reassure them
It

.

.

.

against the renewal of black competition or racial
strife. And Northern whites as well were in search of

a black leader who would give them a
6
eternal race problem.

13

rest

from the

Washington's address, therefore, was a response to a national white political, social and economic agenda. The
next year, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed that agenda
in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision.
Upon his graduation from Harvard, Trotter discovered
that, despite his academic record, he was not exempt from
the color line in Boston. Thwarted in his desire to enter
the world of big business, he started his own real estate
business but with the distasteful reminder of racial preju-

all

captured national attention, especially that of Washington and DuBois. 10 The latter, who had yet to write The
Souls of Black Folk, said of the paper, "I did not wholly
agree with the Guardian, and indeed only a few Negroes
did, but nearly all read it and were influenced by it." 11
The launching of the Guardian did not escape the attention of Washington and his cadre of supporters. He
had used his influence to control the black press. Though
mindful of his power, Washington nonetheless kept a
watchful eye on his opponents. Harlan observes that
Washington took criticism as a personal attack and was
ruthless in meeting its challenge:

dice.

Boston's contribution to the revolutionary spirit of this
country was tainted with the stigma of racism and interracial color/class conflict. In the tradition of abolitionism
Boston was a northern hub of racial protest. In his study

of race relations, Ray Stannard Baker identified Boston
as a center of protest: "If you want to hear the race ques7
tion discussed with fire and fervour, go to Boston!" Boston may have provided a forum for the expression of racial protest, but Trotter was most immediately influenced
by the militant and progressive ideas of his father. 8
William Monroe Trotter's father, James Monroe Trotter, embraced the principle that the condition of the race
should supercede the interest of any one individual. He
refused to acquiesce to racial injustice — once in refusing
to accept less pay as a member of a racially segregated
military unit and again when he resigned in protest to discriminatory promotional practices in the post office.

The

Washington's posture says as much about him and his
it does about Trotter and his
potential. The Guardian was not in existence very long before Washington inaugurated his concern. He had been
able to placate black intellectuals in the past. Why would
Trotter cause him so much concern? The answer is not an
obvious one and to suggest that Trotter was just another
anti-Bookerite underestimates Washington's vulnerabildealing with opposition as

not assent to Washington's ph-

of the race to his

place in history.

Trotter's

whose positions lacked the

power had remained in the rural South, perhaps Trotter would have
been less disturbed. But to him, Washington's ideas had
not accorded the race as a whole equality nor had Washington denounced the mistreatment of blacks. On the one
hand, Washington was the perfect target. He was the visible symbol who had coalesced national opinion around
his ideas. On the other hand, Trotter was aware that despite Washington's symbolic importance, he had a disproportionate influence on the thinking of blacks. Washington was simultaneously symbol and substance.
In 1901 Trotter's objection to Washington took organizational form. The Boston Literary and Historical Association provided a forum for black and white intellectuals
to expound upon the issues of the day, and Trotter used
this forum to begin to crystallize his views. He also joined
the Massachusetts Racial Protective Association, and in
an address to that group in October 1901 he launched his
rejoinder to Washington. Summarizing his position, he
concluded that Washington's chief concern was Tuskegee
Institute and that Washington essentially sacrificed the
ilosophy. If the locus of Washington's

interest

and

What Washington

viewed as a personal attack was a confrontation over principles, lending some credibility to Trotter's claim that
Washington was fostering his own agenda. To a Phi Beta
Kappa graduate of Harvard, Washington's idea of racial
subordination and industrial education seemed quite out
of place. Trotter was a contradiction to Washington

In Washington's rise to national and international
prominence as the preeminent spokesperson of his race,
William Monroe Trotter saw the manifestation of his fa-

He would

new black

weekly newspaper, the Boston Guardian, founded
1901 as his personal mouthpiece by William
Monroe Trotter, Washington's most relentless Boston critic. 12

Dissent to Washington

warning.

center of this opposition was a

in

ity

ther's

The newspaper's motto was, "For every right, with
thy might." Almost from its inception the Guardian

1901.

flexibility to

accommodate a

wide range of aspirations. 13

1903 Boston Riot
Trotter's opposition to

Washington reached a peak

the famous 1903 Boston Riot.

From

in

1901 until that time,

the Guardian sought to expose the limited scope of Washington's scheme. Trotter

had attempted to infiltrate Wash-

ington-controlled organizations, but to no avail. His for-

tune changed in the summer of 1903. The Boston chapter
of the National Negro Business League sponsored an appearance of Washington at the Columbus Avenue
Zion Church. Washington had never made a public address in Boston, and supporters warned him that trouble
was possible. Trotter and a few others planned to use the
occasion to force him to answer some specific questions.
The details of that confrontation have been adequately
described elsewhere, 14 therefore, it is only necessary to ob-

AME

serve here that the
tional response to

own agenda. 9

outcome altered forever the organizaWashington and set into motion the

founding of the National Association for the Advance-

ment of Colored People.
Although Trotter's confrontational style and his subsequent arrest and conviction during the Boston Riot dis-

The Guardian

turbed some, his actions motivated others. One of the
most profound responses to the Riot came from DuBois,
who admitted that the event "quite changed my life." 15

With the collaboration of George Forbes, Trotter began producing the Guardian newspaper on November 9,

14

While acknowledging some of his disagreements with
Trotter, DuBois believed that he should not be made a
martyr. National sentiment towards Trotter's action was
mixed. Washington was uncertain what direction his own
actions would take. If his intention was to silence opposition, Trotter's arrest had not accomplished that. Conversely,

martyr.

Political

After his split with DuBois and the Niagara Movement,
Trotter devoted his attention to electoral politics. This was

not a new endeavor, but one to which he now devoted
more time. In August 1908 a riot occurred in Springfield,
Illinois, the hometown of Abraham Lincoln who was still
revered as the "Great Emancipator." The riot stood as the
antithesis of the spirit of freedom associated with Lincoln. National response from blacks and liberal whites
was swift — they were appalled that a northern state had
exhibited no more respect for blacks than that accorded
them in the South. Trotter, who had taken a strong stance
several years earlier in 1906 over the Brownsville Riot in
Texas, publicly lambasted President Roosevelt for his decision to discharge an entire battalion of black soldiers
accused of "shooting up the town" and killing a white person. Joining Archibald Grimke and others in a protest
meeting in Boston's Faneuil Hall, Trotter labeled Roosevelt's actions as "unmerited severity, unprecedented injustice and wanton abuse of executive power." 18
The Springfield Riot also attracted the attention of
William English Walling. Walling wrote a scathing attack
on the press and the public for the conditions that led to
the riot. 19 Among those who were moved by Walling's
piece was Mary White Ovington, a social worker living in
New York. She met with him, and the two proposed the
formation of a biracial civil rights organization. At that
meeting in 1909 the groundwork was laid for the formation of the NAACP. 20 On behalf of an expanded biracial
group, Oswald Garrison Villard issued a national call to
support the infant organization. Although most of those
who had been a part of the Niagara Movement accepted
the call to join the NAACP, Trotter did not. He suspected
the motives of its white members. 21 As late as 1916, when
he was asked to support the Amenia Conference, Trotter
responded that equality could best be pursued through a
22
"racially autonomous organization."
Stephen Fox's biography of Trotter asserts that "by 1910
he had made the bulk of his historical contribution to the
black liberation." 23 He had, of course, withdrawn from

he could not afford to allow Trotter to become a
16

The Niagara Movement
DuBois had predicted that the race would be saved by
its talented men. This "Talented Tenth" would be comprised of intellectual visionaries. Until 1905 this idea was
without organizational form. Aroused by the events surrounding the Boston Riot and the growing discontent
with Washington, DuBois issued a call to a meeting to be

who

black intellectuals,

Canada, became known

New York.

This gathering of
subsequently met in Niagara,

held in July 1905 in Buffalo,

as the

Niagara Movement.

On

movement DuBois
backbone into the platform." 17 Previous to this effort, Trotter's work had not
taken him beyond his hometown.
the organizational structure of that
credits Trotter with "putting the

It is

instructive that those

who

gathered for that

initial

meeting conceived of themselves as a movement. Trotter
envisioned himself in that role when he inaugurated the
Guardian. His argument over principles with Washington
meant that only a sustained effort (agitation) would result
in full citizenship for blacks. In the sociological sense the

Niagara Movement represented a collectivity of persons
with a felt sense of a common interest. Conceptually,
both Trotter and DuBois anticipated an organized movement for civil rights that exceeded Washington's perspective. For Washington the movement was a further challenge to his role.

For every

right with all thy might.

Guardian motto

the Niagara

Movement and

NAACP. But
Neither Trotter nor DuBois had any experience with
large scale organizations. Despite the impetus generated
by the Boston Riot, opposition to Washington did not
guarantee cooperation. It proved much easier to agree on
general terms of disagreement than on actual implementation.

Washington faced formidable opposition in the
North. But accomplishing this task did not resolve the
problem of establishing a power base. Although the
the route to liberty,

lacked political leverage. Finan-

it

movement discovered

its

active journalist, publishing

rise to

the Niagara

1912 the political climate for blacks was not promising.
Roosevelt had proven to Trotter that blacks could have no

manly agitation was

was never solvent. Almost from

an

in the

Movement, but his engagement in
electoral politics became an object lesson in political confrontation — the kind most frequently seen during the administrations of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson.
Trotter's most notorious engagement occurred during
the administration of Woodrow Wilson. The actions of
Roosevelt after the Brownsville Riot had so appalled Trotter that he dedicated himself to Roosevelt's defeat. By
gave

that

cially, it

still

membership

equality in Boston. His influence did not rival that which

Whether the race would be saved by its exceptional

position that

he was

rejected

the Guardian and involved most directly in the cause of

men had to be proven. The lesser task was to demonstrate

movement adopted the

Confrontation

confidence in him. DuBois drafted a plank that called for
the right to vote, commitment to fair treatment and an
end to discriminatory laws. Roosevelt and the Bull Moose
Party summarily rejected the plank as did Taft. When
Wilson won the Democratic nomination, Trotter and a
splinter group of the National Independent Political
League (NIPL) sought an audience with him to learn his
views on the "Negro Question."

inception the

the harsh reality that criticism of

Washington exacted a heavy financial toll. It did not lack
enthusiasm, however, and DuBois predicted a bright future. His prediction proved premature as internal tensions
and personality clashes reduced the movement to factionalism. By 1908 Trotter had left the Niagara Movement
and disassociated himself from DuBois.

15

On July

16, 1912, Wilson assured the Rev. J. Milton
Waldron and William Monroe Trotter that if elected
he intended to be a President of the whole nation —
to know no white or black, no North, South, East or

West.

had supported him, but

ridiculing

his case even

merits of his conviction.

24

The report of Trotter's encounter with the President received mixed reviews in the press. 31 Whatever the reactions to the meeting were, Trotter had clearly introduced a

Despite this shallow pledge, Trotter and the NIPL endorsed Wilson. Other blacks remained true to the party
of Lincoln and worked for Taft's election. 25
After Wilson's victory, Trotter began corresponding
with him hoping to exchange his support for political patronage. On one occasion he offered to come to Washington as an advisor on racial policy. 26 Wilson declined the

new level of political activism. Ida Wells-Barnett, who did
not accompany him on his second trip to Washington,
concluded: "We thought that the race should back up the
man who had had the bravery to contend for the rights of
his race, instead of condemning him." 32 Wells-Barnett's
comment was a poignant testimony that in the struggle

offer.
It is

many blacks were

that

made

though Wilson
could not be swayed by the strength of his argument or the

that decision. Trotter

for equal rights

ironic that Trotter took this initiative in view of his

and human

dignity, issues

should take

precedence over personalities.

Booker Washington, but the two circumstances were quite different. In October 1901 Washington
accepted an invitation to dine with Roosevelt at the White
House. Roosevelt had hoped to use Washington's southern background as a level to build the Republican Party in
27
Wilson did not seek such assistance from
that region.
Trotter. In fact, Wilson sought little assistance from any
criticism of

Many

criticized his

methodology, but the

1960s saw a revitalization of his direct
action approach.

blacks during his administration. Trotter not only failed

an advocacy role, he exerted little, if any, persuaon Wilson's racial thinking. Trotter felt particularly

to secure

sion

betrayed since the

number of blacks who voted

Placing Trotter's confrontation in historical perspecinteresting that the reaction to his meeting with
Wilson engendered a different response than the Boston
Riot. When Trotter challenged Washington he was hailed
by black radicals as a leader of a cause. His audacity was
harnessed as a force leading to the Niagara Movement
and, as already mentioned, many of those men later
joined the NAACP. Among the issues on which he challenged Washington was the gradualist approach to equality and full citizenship. Wilson's policy or lack of policy
similarly was characterized as gradualist. If gradualism
was a key element in each confrontation, the furor emanating from his Wilson meeting did not expose the centrality of the issue. Was Trotter the problem or was gradualism the problem? Some of the most vociferous responses revealed more about Trotter's critics than the issues he tried to engage. The prevailing problem was sepa-

for Wil-

tive, it is

son was small. Lacking a constituency, Trotter was vulnerable. Unlike Washington, who also endorsed Wilson,
he had no broad power base from which to operate. He
was not in a position to trade political favors, yet he maintained his conviction that blacks would secure their rights

through the
ship in the

political process.

Having declined member-

NAACP, continuing his feud with DuBois and

Washington, Trotter found himof strange bedfellows who supported
Wilson. Clearly his tactics were not producing the results
he desired, but this did not mean that he was willing to
abandon his conviction about electoral politics.
still

in disagreement with

self part

of a

Trotter

trio

was a twentieth century

abolitionist.

rating style

from substance.

A

As conditions

for blacks deteriorated, the

few months after Trotter's audience with Wilson, a
new protest was in the making. Amid angry protests,
Birth of a Nation opened in Boston in April 1915. Trotter
joined the NAACP, among others, in issuing a statement
to Mayor Curley denouncing the film. After editing out
some offending scenes the Mayor permitted the film to be
shown. Not satisfied with the deletions, Trotter led a
group of blacks to the theater ostensibly to buy tickets to

NAACP ap-

28

pealed to Trotter for unity. Even Washington was moved
to say in 1913: "I have never seen the colored people so discouraged and bitter as they are at the present time." 29
Again Trotter declined the offer. Through the NIPL a nationwide campaign was started to petition Wilson to take
action against segregation. Twenty thousand signatures
were gathered, and along with a delegation that included
Ida Wells-Barnett, Trotter went to Washington to present
the petition. The President received the delegation but did
not act on their complaints.
In 1913 the NIPL changed its name to the National
Equal Rights League (NERL). Trotter continued his campaign against segregation. He was able to obtain a second
audience with the President in November 1914. This time
the meeting was more dramatic. The issues remained the
same, but when Wilson told the delegation that segregation was a benefit, Trotter could not restrain himself. He
reminded the President that despite previous Democratic
30
presidencies, "segregation was drastically introduced"
after he took office. He went on to remind Wilson that he

see the film.

When word circulated that Trotter's group in-

tended to confiscate the film, police guards were staked
out. A few members of Trotter's group gained admission
into the theater, but Trotter did not. When a scuffle broke
out in the lobby, he was arrested.
Trotter continued to urge that the film be voluntarily
banned as offensive. When this failed the fight was taken
to the legislature. In response to the appeal, a new censorship law was enacted establishing local commissions and
granting them power to determine community standards
for acceptable films. The Boston Commission ruled that
the film did not offend community standards. As the protest continued, Birth of a Nation enjoyed a six-month run
in Boston. Trotter failed in his bid to remove the film, but
he did revive a spirit of activism.
16

In 1916 Trotter was invited to the

upstate

Amenia Conference in

New York. The death of Washington in

Later Years

1915 occa-

After the Peace Conference Trotter returned to Boston
and resumed his interest in local conditions. He continued to publish the financially impoverished Guardian. To
the emerging Garvey movement, Trotter responded that
the struggle for blacks in this country must be in America. He rejected what appeared to him to be extremism in

sioned a plea for reconciliation. Trotter could not attend
the conference, but he pledged his cooperation with the
spirit of reconciliation and his support. Essentially the
brain-child of DuBois, the Amenia Conference was conceived in the spirit of racial progress. The structure of the
Conference suggested that it was a biracial version of
spirit of cooperation did
DuBois's "Talented Tenth."
not deter Trotter from maintaining the position that racially autonomous organizations were necessary. It appeared that Trotter was seeking a more favorable role for
the NERL. The NERL did not have the national recognition of the NAACP. If a cooperative agreement could
have been structured out of the Amenia Conference, the
NERL would have been a benefactor. 33

A

Garveyism.
The Guardian served as his

He did not stray beyond the conBoston very often, and his life ended on his birthday, April 7, 1934, under circumstances that strongly suggest he may have committed suicide.
The Journal of Negro History noted Trotter's death
fines of

with the observation:

World War

evolution of the

Amenia Conference.

activities to the

NERL. The League called

have shuffled

I

Trotter will be given a high rating because
he was a servant of the truth, a martyr in the cause
of human freedom. 35

curtailed the

Trotter confined his
for a race con-

William Monroe Trotter was a twentieth century abolitionist. He was a man of principle whose dedication to
the cause of equality was never disputed. Many criticized
his methodology, but the 1960s saw a revitalization of his
direct action approach. His life is an interesting profile in
the study of leadership. He left no long standing organization, but in the history of the NAACP we can see his influence. His life is also the story of opportunities that
converge but do not merge.

aftermath of the war concern was growing among various
organizations that full equality for black Americans
should be included in the agenda of the Paris Peace Conference. Trotter urged Wilson to add to the Fourteen
Points a further point calling for "the elimination of civil,
political, and judicial distinction based on race or color in
34
A reall nations for the new era of freedom everywhere."
quest was also made to add a black delegate to the Peace
Conference. The NAACP had already selected DuBois to
attend as an observer. A coalition comprising Marcus
Garvey, A. Philip Randolph, Adam Clayton Powell, St.,
Madame C.J. Walker and Ida Wells-Barnett met as the
League of Darker Peoples to select a delegation. Garvey's
organization, the United Negro Universal Improvement
Association, developed one of the most comprehensive
platforms to present to the Peace Conference. Its representatives were to be Randolph and Wells-Barnett; how-
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